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Unlike most men in public life—whether Whig or Conserva-
tive—Peel understood business ; and he adopted a daring
remedy for solving the problem with which he was faced : he
proposed to increase revenue by decreasing taxation. The
Whigs had got the import duties into a terrible tangle after
Huskisson's attempt to clear the way for Free Trade (§ 275).
There were import duties on no less than five hundred different
classes of goods, and these duties were regulated by eighty
different Acts of Parliament. A whole army of revenue officers
was required to assess and collect it. Many of the taxes were
unproductive, because they raised the price of the article so
high that people could not afford to buy it. Thus our foreign
trade was choked up; for foreign countries can only pay for
our goods by sending their own in exchange.
Peel reckoned that decreasing the duties would do so much
to revive trade, to augment the spending-power of the nation
and the consumption of goods, that the other duties would
provide a greatly increased revenue. Of course, some little
time would be needed to allow this process to take effect; so he
reimposed the Income Tax for a few years, at the rate of 6d.
in the £.
The first year of the new system gave such promising results
that it was carried a little further in 1843, and again in the two
following years. The cost of living went down, trade revived,
and the budget was balanced year by year. All-round prosperity
of this sort is a plant of slow growth, however ; and in this case
its development was retarded by the fact that Peel did not
venture to tamper with the most obstructive and burdensome of
all these duties—those on corn.
§ 286. the anti-corn-law league.—But a number of
men—mostly well-to-do manufacturers and merchants—felt
that the duties which kept foreign corn out of the country for
the benefit of the " landed classes " (§ 268) were cramping trade
as well as keeping up the price of the staple food of the poor.
They therefore formed a great organisation to educate public

